Roadside Campsites in the Adirondack Park: Using GIS Technology to Map Inventory Data by Graefe, David et al.
 Proceedings of the Northeastern Recreation Research Symposium 
1
ROADSIDE CAMPSITES IN THE ADIRONDACK PARK: USING GIS TECHNOLOGY TO MAP INVENTORY 
DATA 
 
David Graefe 
The Pennsylvania State University 
dagraefe@gmail.com 
 
Chad Dawson 
SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry 
 
Lisa Gerstenberger 
SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry 
 
1.0 Abstract 
SUNY ESF researchers inventoried 531 roadside campsites within over 30 different Forest Preserve (FP) Unit Management 
Areas within the Adirondack Park (AP).  Data collected include site designation, type, size, amount of vegetative screening, 
distance from road, amenities provided, satellite sites, and overall condition.  In addition to these variables, GPS coordinates were 
obtained for each roadside campsite and subsequently used to graphically portray inventory data.  Study results provide a useful 
characterization of roadside campsites in the FP.  Additionally, results provide an indication of the extent to which roadside 
campsites in the FP comply with the prescriptive guidelines for primitive tent sites outlined in the Adirondack Park State Land 
Master Plan and the NY Environmental Conservation Law.  Finally, results provide pertinent information to managers and policy 
makers that may be useful for informing a recent intense policy debate over how to define and manage roadside campsites in the 
FP. 
 
2.0 Introduction 
Located in the Northeast region of New York State, the Adirondack Park (AP) consists of approximately 6 million acres of public 
and private land, including 2.4 million acres of public Forest Preserve (FP) lands (APA, 2003).  Camping on FP lands within the 
AP is a long-standing tradition and activity.  Some visitors camp in state or private developed campgrounds, other visitors 
backpack or canoe to remote primitive campsites, and others camp along the roadside in tents and recreational vehicles in 
undeveloped sites on FP lands.   
 
The Adirondack Park State Land Master Plan (APSLMP) provides definitions and management guidelines for both primitive tent 
campsites and developed campgrounds within the FP.  However, the APSLMP does not include such information for a third type 
-- undeveloped roadside campsites existing on FP lands.  Consequently, debate has developed regarding the conformity/legality 
of roadside campsites existing within the FP.  Some have argued that roadside campsites should be considered primitive tent sites 
and should be managed in accordance with APSLMP primitive tent site guidelines.  Others have argued that roadside campsites 
provide a distinct camping opportunity and should not be included under the APSLMP definition of a primitive site.  Little was 
known prior to this study about the locations and characteristics of roadside campsites existing on FP lands in the AP.  In an 
effort to inform this debate, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) funded SUNY ESF 
researchers to conduct an inventory to locate and characterize all roadside campsites existing on FP lands.   
 
Several characteristics were recorded for each roadside campsite including campsite location, size, type of access, condition, 
screening from road, satellite sites, amenities, access to water bodies, NYSDEC designation, and distance from roads.  
Knowledge of such campsite characteristics is useful for managers and policy makers wishing to assess the compliance of 
roadside campsites with the definition and guidelines prescribed for primitive tent sites within the APSLMP and NY State 
Environmental Conservation Law.  For example, an undesignated site located less than 150 ft. from a road, trail, or water body 
would be in violation of the separation guideline set forth in the Environmental Conservation Law and would, therefore, be 
considered non-conforming as a primitive tent site.  This variable, as well as others included within the inventory, are relevant to 
the current debate over how to define and manage roadside campsites within the FP.  Additionally, the use of GIS technology 
greatly enhanced the utility of these data for managers and policy makers.  The primary objectives of this study were to (1) locate 
and characterize roadside campsites existing on FP lands and (2) determine the extent to which roadside campsites comply with 
prescriptive guidelines for primitive tent sites in the FP. 
 
3.0 Literature Review 
Camping in natural settings is a historic and traditional outdoor recreation activity that is pursued by millions of Americans each 
year (Cordell, 1999).  Accordingly, public land management agencies such as the National Park Service, U.S. Forest Service, 
Bureau of Land Management, Fish and Wildlife Service, Army Corps of Engineers, and state park and forest agencies provide 
and manage a variety of public camping settings throughout the nation.  These settings are diverse, ranging from primitive 
campsites located deep in wilderness backcountry areas to highly developed campgrounds providing indoor plumbing, electricity 
for trailers and recreational vehicles (RVs), garbage removal and waste disposal services, recreational programming, and other 
conveniences or amenities desired by the public.   
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Cordell (1999) reported that the number of people participating in some form of overnight camping increased by over 350% 
between 1960 and 1995.  Peoples’ preferences for camping styles and equipment have changed as well.  During the era 
surrounding the 1960s, most people were interested in camping in developed campgrounds that provided amenities valued by 
family groups.  However, more recently there has been a shift in camper preferences towards more primitive camping settings 
and experiences.  Cordell explained that the advancement in modern camping technologies likely facilitated this preference shift, 
as newer technologies can make camping in undeveloped primitive areas more comfortable and convenient.  This increase in 
camping participation and demand, coupled with an increasingly diverse set of public recreational desires and preferences 
presents a challenge for managers of natural resource recreation areas.  In particular, public land management agencies have the 
difficult task of matching resource settings and camping opportunities with public demand, while at the same time maintaining 
proper protection of those settings and natural resources.  New York’s AP is a unique protected area that provides the public with 
myriad diverse camping opportunities.   
 
2.1 AP Camping Opportunities and APSLMP Guidelines 
While each campsite in the FP is unique at some level of detail, most can be reasonably categorized into one of three types: 
primitive tent campsites, campsites within developed campgrounds, and roadside campsites.  A primitive tent site is defined 
within the APSLMP as “a designated tent site of an undeveloped character providing space for not more than three tents, which 
may have an associated pit privy and fire ring, designed to accommodate a maximum of eight people on a temporary or transient 
basis, and located so as to accommodate the need for shelter in a manner least intrusive on the surrounding environment” (APA / 
NYSDEC, 2001, p. 18).  These sites are typically used by backpackers, provided to the public free of charge, and located within 
the interior of the FP at significant distances from roads or trailheads.  The APSLMP stipulates that these sites should be located 
at least 100 feet from the mean high water mark of any water body and that they should be located at least ¼ mile away from 
each other.  Additionally, section 190.3 of the New York State Environmental Conservation Law (6 NYCRR) stipulates that 
camping may only occur at sites located at least 150 ft. away from any road, trail, spring, stream, pond, or any other body of 
water, unless the camping site is designated by the NYSDEC (i.e., there is a NYSDEC disk indicating that camping is permitted). 
 
In contrast to primitive tent sites, a campground is defined in the APSLMP as, “a concentrated, developed camping area with 
controlled access, not meeting the standards for individual, primitive tent sites or lean-tos, which is designed to accommodate a 
significant number of overnight visitors and may incorporate associated day-use facilities” (APA / NYSDEC, 2001, p. 16). 
Campgrounds are managed on land classified as Intensive Use by the NYSDEC, require users to pay a fee-per-night (usually 
around $20), and provide several amenities such as fireplaces, picnic tables, restrooms with running water and showers, 
amphitheaters, playgrounds, beaches, and boat launch sites.  Campground sites often located within sight and sound of each 
other, providing visitors with fewer opportunities to experience solitude than they would find visiting a primitive tent site.   
 
Roadside campsites in the Adirondack Park, while not addressed in the APSLMP, could be described as a hybrid between the 
primitive tent sites and campground sites.  Roadside campsites are located in FP lands on or near forest roads, do not have 
restricted access or fees, and often provide fireplaces, picnic tables, and pit privies.  Like primitive sites, roadside camping sites 
are free, generally located out of sight and sound of each other, and only provide a minimal set of amenities.  However, like 
campground sites, roadside campsites are typically located on or near FP roads and provide enough space for one or more 
vehicles/tents within the interior of the site.  Consequently, users of roadside campsites vary in regards to the camping equipment 
they use (e.g., recreational vehicles, pop-up trailers, tents).  Some of these undeveloped roadside camping sites are officially 
designated with a NYSDEC “camp here” disk, while other sites are established and used by visitors without any official 
designation.   
 
3.0  Methods 
3.1 Research Design 
Prior to this study, little was known about the locations or characteristics of roadside campsites existing on FP lands within the 
AP.    Consequently, researchers utilized a roving and systematic exploratory technique for locating roadside campsites existing 
on FP lands. The exploratory nature of the inventory relied heavily on the use of previously existing maps showing the locations 
of roads and other landmarks on FP lands.  National Geographic Trails Illustrated Maps were used for the inventory because they 
adequately displayed roads, trails, unit management areas (e.g., specific wilderness or wild forest areas), and other public and 
private lands within the AP.  Researchers were interested in locating only those roadside camping areas that existed on public FP 
lands.  Therefore, researchers conducted the inventory by locating public roads that existed within or on the borders of FP lands.  
Once located on the National Geographic maps, researchers explored each of these public roads in order to find and assess 
roadside campsites within the FP.  Due to time constraints, public roads less than 1 mile in length were not explored.  Also, roads 
that were not in drivable condition were not included in the analysis (e.g., unmaintained jeep trails, washed-out roads). 
 
Due to the variety of roadside pull-offs on FP lands, it was necessary to establish clear criteria for determining what constituted a 
roadside campsite.  The following criteria were used to determine whether a given space on FP land was determined to be a 
roadside campsite.  First, if the space was labeled with a NYSDEC disk indicating that camping was not allowed, the site was not 
included in the inventory.  All sites that were labeled with a NYSDEC disk indicating that camping was allowed were included in 
the inventory.  Sites that were not labeled with any NYSDEC disk were included in the inventory only if each of the following 
conditions were met: (1) the condition of the soil and trees within the site suggested that the site was regularly used by the public 
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for camping (condition class II or above), (2) the site had an associated fire ring or fireplace, and (3) the site was within 500 ft. of 
the road.   
 
3.2 Roadside Campsite Inventory Variables 
Data were collected for each roadside campsite that was inventoried.  GPS coordinates for each campsite were obtained and 
recorded.  In addition to the location of sites, nine variables were measured for each roadside campsite as follows: 
 
Site type described the site accessibility.  Sites were categorized based on two conditions. First, sites were determined to be 
either single sites or cluster sites.  Sites were marked as single sites if they were not connected to any other campsites within the 
immediate vicinity.  Sites were marked as cluster sites in areas where more than one site existed within immediate sight and 
sound of each other.  Second, sites were labeled as vehicle sites or walk-in sites depending on whether or not there was space to 
park a vehicle within the interior of the site. 
 
DEC campsite disk(s) were used to determine whether roadside campsites were officially designated as a legal campsite by the 
NYSDEC.  Those sites that were marked with an official NYSDEC disk indicating that camping was permitted were marked as 
designated, while those campsites identified along the road without a disk were labeled undesignated.   
 
Screening from road described the amount of vegetative screening each site had from the road (none, partial, complete).   
 
Satellite sites were defined as recreationist created improvements near a designated or established campsite for the purposes of 
additional overnight camping.  Overnight campers have been known to clear some additional spaces of land for the purposes of 
placing a tent in areas nearby, but not within, the original campsite interior (these are in contrast to cluster sites which were 
designed to accommodate multiple/large groups).  Researchers recorded the number of satellite sites associated with each 
roadside campsite that was inventoried.   
 
Amenities are improvements to a campsite such as fire pits, fireplaces (concrete), picnic tables, benches, and outhouses.  Each 
site was labeled according to whether or not each of these amenities was present.   
 
Water body access described whether or not campsites had immediate access to a water body.  Campsites were marked as 
having water body access if (1) the campsite perimeter bordered a body of water, (2) there was a social trail (less than 200 feet 
long) that led from the site to a body of water, or (3) a body of water was directly visible from the site interior.   
 
Estimated circumference of site (feet) provided a quick estimate of the size of each campsite that was inventoried.  The 
circumference of each site was estimated by pacing the perimeter of the site and recording the number of feet.  As this measure 
was meant to be quick and approximate, sites were treated as circular in shape, although in reality many sites are irregularly 
shaped.   
 
Distance from road (feet) was measured by recording the distance from the center of the site to the road.  Both rangefinders and 
pacing were used to estimate these distances. 
 
Condition class identification provided a brief description of the sites’ overall condition in relation to soil erosion and tree 
damage caused by human impacts.  Upon reviewing each site, researchers categorized roadside campsites into one of six 
condition classes.  The first condition class represented the least amount of human impact on the natural features of the site, while 
the fifth condition class represented the highest amount of human impact.  The sixth condition class was used to describe sites 
that provided gravel camping pads for wheelchair accessibility.  This variable was based on the work of Frissell (1978).   
 
4.0 Results 
SUNY ESF researchers inventoried 531 roadside campsites within over 30 different FP Unit Management Areas during the 
spring and summer of 2009 (Figure 1).  The majority of the roadside campsites inventoried were located in designated wild forest 
areas (86.4%), while the remaining sites were found in wilderness areas (9.2%) and resource management areas (4.3%), such as 
privately owned lands associated with conservation easements.  Table 1 displays the results of the roadside campsite inventory. 
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Table 1. Roadside Camping Inventory Results 
Variable Total 
 N % 
Total # of Sites: 531 (100) 
Site Type: 
  Vehicle single 457 (87.4) 
  Vehicle cluster 10 (1.9) 
  Walk-in single 53 (10.1) 
  Walk-in cluster 3 (0.6) 
DEC Camping Disk: 
  No 164 (31.4) 
  Yes 358 (68.6) 
Screening from Road: 
  None 233 (45.7) 
  Partial 152 (29.8) 
  Complete 125 (24.5) 
Estimated Distance from Road: 
  0 – 150 ft. 409 (81.0) 
  151 – 300 ft. 53 (10.5) 
  Over 300 ft. 43 (8.5) 
Estimated Circumference of Site: 
  0 – 150 ft. 356 (67.9) 
  151 – 300 ft. 167 (31.9) 
  Over 300 ft. 1 (0.2) 
Satellite Sites: 
  0 Satellites  468 (88.1) 
  1 Satellite  48 (9.0) 
  2 Satellites  12 (2.3) 
  3 Satellites  3 (0.6) 
Fire Pit: 
No 152 (28.6) 
Yes 379 (71.4) 
Fireplace (cement): 
No 396 (74.6) 
Yes 135 (25.4) 
Picnic Table: 
No 417 (78.5) 
Yes 114 (21.5) 
Bench: 
No 526 (99.1) 
Yes 5 (0.9) 
Outhouse: 
No 381 (71.8) 
Yes 150 (28.2) 
Water Access: 
No 292 (57.3) 
Yes 218 (42.7) 
Condition Class: 
CC-1 97 (18.7) 
CC-2 119 (22.9) 
CC-3 176 (33.9) 
CC-4 101 (19.5) 
CC-5 11 (2.1) 
CC-6 (Gravel Site)  15 (2.9) 
 
 
 
The majority of sites were categorized as single vehicle sites (87%), indicating that there was space provided within these sites 
for a vehicle, trailer, or RV.  Researchers found a NYSDEC “camp here” disk indicating that the area was officially designated as 
a camping area for 68.8% of the sites.  Nearly half of the sites were labeled as having no visual vegetative screening from the 
road, while about 30% had partial screening and about 25% had complete screening. Nearly all sites had an associated rock fire 
pit (71%) or a concrete fireplace (25%) while less than 30% of sites provided picnic tables or outhouses.  Most sites had a 
circumference between 0 and 150 ft. (68%) or between 151 and 300 ft. (32%), and about 43% provided access to water resources.  
The condition of soil and vegetation within sites varied; most sites were categorized as condition classes one through four, while 
condition class three was found most often (34%).  Researchers did not find satellite sites connected to most roadside campsites 
(less than 12% of sites had one or more satellite sites).  Finally, the majority of roadside campsites were located within 150 ft. of 
their corresponding roads, indicating that these sites did not comply with the 150 ft. minimum distance guidelines for primitive 
tent sites outlined in the APSLMP and NY State Environmental Law.   
 
In addition to providing the inventory results in table format, researchers utilized GIS technology in order to graphically display 
inventory results in a manner more suitable for assisting managers and policy makers.  For example, displaying results of the 
condition class variable using a map (see Figure 2) is useful for locating roadside campsites that have been heavily impacted by 
recreational use and may be in need of management action (e.g., site restoration, relocation, closure, etc.).  The use of GIS 
technology provided analytical benefits to this study as well. For example, it allowed researchers to identify sites that existed 
within ¼ mile of each other without imposing a challenging measurement burden on researchers in the field (Figure 3).  As 
shown, most roadside campsites do not comply with the ¼ mile separation guideline (6 NYCRR).   
 
5.0 Discussion and Conclusion 
This study provided an indication of the extent to which roadside campsites in the FP comply with prescriptive guidelines for 
primitive tent sites.  These guidelines state that undesignated primitive tent sites in the FP should be located at least 150 ft. away 
from any road, trail, or water body, and should be located at least ¼ mile away from each other (APA/NYSDEC, 2001).  Results 
of this study show that most roadside campsites do not comply with minimum distance requirements for primitive tent sites in the 
FP.  Consequently, inclusion of roadside campsites under the APSLMP definition of primitive tent sites would require significant 
management effort focused on campsite restoration, relocation, or closures.  (i.e., many sites would need to be relocated or 
removed in order to become compliant with APSLMP primitive tent site guidelines).   
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The use of GPS/GIS technology greatly enhanced the practical utility of the inventory data.  Using maps to display inventory data 
provided managers with the ability to locate sites in need of maintenance, restoration or relocation.  Additionally, researchers 
were able to measure the distance between roadside campsites using this technology in order to evaluate whether sites were in 
violation of the ¼ mile separation guideline set forth in the NY State Environmental Conservation Law (Figure 3).  Overall, this 
study provided pertinent data to inform an intense policy debate over how to define and manage roadside campsites existing on 
FP lands in the AP.    
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Figure 1. Map showing 531 Roadside Campsites within the Adirondack Park. 
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Figure 2. Map showing campsite condition classes near North Lake Road in the Black River Wild Forest
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Figure 3. Map showing ¼ mile separation distance compliance in Moose River Plains Wild Forest 
